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In search of activity areas within Bandkeramik
farmyards: The disposal of burnt chaff
by C. C. Bakels, Leiden
The people of the early Neolithic Band-
keramik Culture lived in big farmhouses
surrounded by yards. The long axis of the
rectangular houses had a fixed direction.
The ground plans of the houses show that
they were all based on the same standar-
dized design (Modderman 1988).
The yards do not seem to have been sur-
rounded by clearly defined boundaries (at
least no remains of any such boundaries
have been preserved) but the arrangement
of the pits that had been dug in these
yards reflects a degree of organization.
There are oblong pits that had been dug
parallel to the long walls of the houses
(the German term for such pits is Längs-
gruben), and a number of other pits,
which, at first sight, seemed to lie scatte-
red all over the yard (the German term for
these pits is Einzelgruben). On closer
inspection, however, there appear to be no
such pits in the area in front of the facade
at the southeastern end of the farmhouse
(Boelicke 1988).
The degree of organization apparent in the
layouts of the farmhouses and the yards
indicates that the occupants of the houses
must have had fixed views on the use of
space. This led to the question whether it
would be possible to distinguish indivi-
dual areas of activity in the yards and, for
example, to identify the area used for the
disposal of chaff.
The various pits must have served diffe-
rent purposes originally but most of them
were used as rubbish pits in the end. Part
of this rubbish consists of carbonized
plant remains. Research into the contents
of the pits has shown that the composition
of this botanical component varies. A.
Kreuz (1990) found that the longitudinal
pits alongside the walls contained most of
the charcoal, whereas the scattered pits
contained large amounts of cereal chaff
and weed seeds. K.-H. Knörzer discovered
marked differences in the contents of the
scattered pits found in the Bandkeramik
village Langweiler 8. There appeared to
be a connection between the contents of
the pits and their positions within the
yard. The largest amounts of burnt chaff,
for instance, were found in the pits lying
to the north and west of the house. Band-
keramik chaff represents the remains of
the dehusking of emmer and einkora
wheat. Knörzer suggested that the occu-
pants of the site dehusked wheat to the
west of their houses and dumped that part
of the chaff that they could not use in the
pits nearby, where it was burnt. The pits
to the north of the houses were especially
suitable for the burning of chaff because
with the prevailing southwesterly winds
there will have been no risk of sparks
setting fire to the roof (Knörzer 1988).
Knörzer's picture is based on only seven
cases in a hamlet which was inhabitated
for several hundreds of years, during
which time more than one hundred houses
were built at the site. Nevertheless, the
evidence is there and it is interesting
enough to warrant a search for similar
evidence at other sites, which is what 1
have done for Schwanfeld, Landkreis
Schweinfurt (Germany), Geleen (The
Netherlands) and Cuiry-Iès-Chaudardes
(Département Aisne, France). The botani-
cal remains from these three sites were all
investigated at the Institute of Prehistory
at Leiden.
The site at Schwanfeld was excavated by
J. Liining from Frankfurt and P. J. R.
Modderman from Leiden. Six of its com-
pletely excavated house plans were found
to date from the oldest phase of the Band-
keramik Culture. The other plans were of
much later date. Samples for macro-
remains were systematically taken from
every layer of pit fills in every other 1-
metre square. These were then all sieved
by hand in water using a 0.25 mm mesh
sieve. Sieving by hand was necessary
because of the sticky loess-loam matrix.
The concentrations of fruit, seed and chaff
remains were low, mostly in the range of
what I have termed "settlement noise"
(Bakels 1991). The few samples that yiel-
ded higher concentrations contained
mainly burnt chaff. H. Stäuble from
Frankfurt kindly informed me of the re-
sults of his investigations of the Schwan-
feld farmyards and of the arrangements of
the pits with respect to the houses. No pits
whatsoever appear to have been dug to the
north of the houses.
Tab. 1. Schwanfeld. The presence and absence
of chaff concentrations in Einzelgruben. +
burnt chaff concentration present. - burnt chaff
concentration absent. • pit absent. ? unknown
because outside the excavated area.
House No.
Western pits
Eastern pits
6 11 12 15 16 18
Tab. 1 shows the concentrations of chaff
in samples obtained from the western and
eastern pits. The table clearly shows that
at this site chaff was dumped in pits dug
to the east of the houses and not in pits to
the west of the houses as at Langweiler 8.
A second hamlet investigated for evidence
of activity areas is that at Geleen whose
remains were excavated in 1991 under the
supervision of L. P. Louwe Kooijmans
from Leiden. Most of its 61 house plans
date from the Flomborn phase of the
Bandkeramik Culture, which is the phase
that followed that represented at Schwan-
feld. One third of the hundreds of samples
has now been hand-processed and analy-
sed. Surprisingly, both the pits dug
alongside the walls and those scattered
across the yards were found to contain
concentrations of burnt chaff. So far, po-
sitive evidence of burnt chaff has been
found in five pits: one Einzelgrube to the
east of a house, two Längsgruben dug
along the eastern walls of houses, one
Einzelgrube or Längsgrube also to the east
of a house and one Längsgrube along the
western wall of a house (see tab. 2). The
samples from the latter pit yielded the
lowest burnt chaff concentrations.
Tab. 2. Geleen. The occurence of chaff con-
centrations.
House 6: Längsgr. alongside eastern wall
House 31 : eastern Einzelgrube
House 35: eastern Einzelgrube or Längsgr.
House 56: Längsgr. alongside eastern wall
House 57: Längsgr. alongside western wall
The third settlement is Cruiry-lès-Chau-
dardes, which dates from the Younger
Bandkeramik (Rubané Récent). It was
excavated by a team of the Université de
Paris I and the CNRS Unité de Recherche
Archéologique No. 12 under the supervi-
sion of M. Ilett and colleagues. Scattered
pits were extremely rare at this site. The
possibility was considered that the Längs-
gruben were used for the dumping of
chaff. Table 3 gives the concentrations of
plant remains in samples obtained from
the Längsgruben of eight of the most in-
tensively investigated houses (western pits
are also known as southern pits here be-
cause the orientation of the houses is
rather west-east, this in contrast to the
more northwest-southeast orientation at
the other sites). The samples show no
chaff whatsoever. The same holds for
samples taken from other parts of the site.
Unfortunately, this site hence provides no
Tab. 3. Cuiry-lès-Chaudardes. Density/dm3 of
charred fruits and seeds. - unknown.
western
House Längsgrube
360
380*
400
410
420
430
440
580
.
0,75
5,0
0,0
7,5
0,0
0,5
0,0
eastern
Längsgrube
0,0
8,0
1,5
-
0,0
.
-
0,0
*House 380, eastern Längsgrube, concerns a
mixture of cereal grains, chaff and weeds;
house 420, western Längsgrube, concerns
fragments of hazelnut shells.
information on the discarding of chaff.
Perhaps the occupants did not produce an
unusable excess of chaff. Another possi-
bility could be that the specific conditions
at this site were less favourable for the
preservation of charred chaff (and other
charred remains): The mineral matrix is
slightly coarser than the loess-loam of
Schwanfeld and Geleen and mechanical
forces in the soil may have led to the de-
struction of certain remains.
What can we conclude from this survey of
Bandkeramik sites? First of all that the
hypothesis prompted by the results of the
investigations at Langweiler 8 does not
apply to every Bandkeramik site. If the
assumption is correct that the chaff was
burnt in or very close to the pits in which
it was found (which is not unlikely as it
would have been rather cumbersome to
burn the chaff elsewhere and then carry
the very light remains to the pits) then the
occupants of the sites at Schwanfeld and
Geleen burnt their chaff to the east of
their farms. The prevailing winds were
southwesterly and westerly, as at Lang-
weiler. Perhaps some other activities per-
formed in the yards of Langweiler 8 made
it impossible to burn chaff to the east of
the houses. This possibility will have to be
investigated. My personal opinion is that
it is still too early to relate chaff-discar-
ding activities to specific areas in the
farmyard, but the subject is definitely very
interesting.
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